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The Recovered Businesses of Argentina
Abstract
Protest, mobilization, recovery, assembly, and communal revolution.

Surviving

through their country's massive economic crisis of2001, Argentineans learned to use
their creative resourcefulness to take over recently debilitated factories and maintain their
jobs. As they saw their hours cut, monetary livelihoods taken away from them, and no
other jobs to tum to in such an economic downturn, Argentine workers mobilized and
assembled together to take over their failing workplaces, and build it up themselves.
They proved the potential of workers activism by transforming their previous work sites
into ones without bosses-led by the community of workers, with guaranteed pay and
treatment, and most importantly, with a guaranteed job at the end of each day. I explore
the process of revolutionary social and political reconstruction spurred by a devastating
economic collapse by looking at the takeover of businesses throughout Argentina, and the
ways this process necessitated newly defining citizenship, the Argentine working class
identity, and an imagined nation. I will argue that through this newfound Argentine
national identity, direct participatory citizenship, and optimism for a better nation, such
drastic reform became possible.
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I. Introduction

"Beyond our diverse beliefs, often so different, and sometimes fiercely
confronted, we all desire to live with dignity and without fear, without
humiliation, so we may find happiness. This constitutes a common
ground firm and broad enough on which to commence building
solidarity in action and conception."!

By the people, for the people. For centuries this phrase has rung through Western
crowds around the globe who raise their voices to be heard, demand political
participation, and take control of their lives. It became particularly clear for the
Argentine people after the nation's economic collapse in 2001. The unprecedented
economic downfall sent the country down a path of massive unemployment and severe
poverty. It was during this time that the concept of "the peoples't" role within their state
was remolded, torn apart and rebuilt many times over. The Argentine working class
reconstructed their mode of participation in order to recover from their losses. Their
modes of participation vary, and have been widely tested, but their wish remains similar:
to playa role in their country's decisions.
After the banks across the country closed in 2001, the economic collapse became
apparent, causing the Argentine people to begin their struggle and fight against growing
unemployment. They protested to obtain a voice as active citizens; people who could
directly make choices concerning their rights as workers and civic participants. Also
constitutive of active citizenship was defining themselves as free, able, and understood

The Lavaca Collective 2007, 44.
The concept of "the people" here refers to the collective struggle of the working middle
class of Argentina. It is important to keep in mind the cohesion and solidarity in the
masses of the working class. "The people" constitute both the history of struggle and
present mobilization to resist those struggles. In the pages to follow their struggle and
modes of resistance will be defined.
I
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individuals in their nation. Their fight for happiness, as quoted above, became the
instigator for a complete political, economic, and social revolution.

Security, justice,

morality, and ultimate contented happiness became platforms of this transformation.

It

was only through collective struggle and solidarity, however, that these idealist hopes
could be achieved in reality. In the wake of the 21 st century, the people assembled,
mobilized, protested, revolutionized, and recovered their voices.
I traveled to Mendoza, Argentina for six weeks in the summer of 20 12, studying with
the program Espafiol y Cultura en LatinoAmerica, or ECELA. I studied with a small
group of four other North American students from across the United States. Our
teachers, young Argentine intellectuals, were experts in a wide variety of areas including,
social work, law, their language, and education, and were instrumental to my
understanding of the Argentine identity. We studied Spanish, anthropology, and took
trips to volunteer with different organizations, explore the city, and learn through a
variety of tours with different Argentine people. During class, we began studying the
movement of recovered businesses that emerged after the 2001 economic collapse. My
experience during the volunteer and tour opportunities-or even on my daily walk to
school-expanded

as I witnessed various affects of extreme poverty and inventively

created jobs by the people. The fresh passion for direct political participation,
particularly a direct democracy, was intriguing to me. It was the first time I was exposed
to such willingness to protest, zeal for political participation, and knowledge of current or
past political happenings.

The Argentine people that I was fortunate enough to meet

demonstrated the high degree of value placed in respecting themselves and their fellow

The Recovered Businesses of Argentina
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citizens. It was enough to redefine what their citizenship, participation, and self-worth
meant.
Their passion could not help but spread. They taught me how the 2001 economic
crisis quickly turned into an economic, social, and political revolution, as well as its
success. In 2012, I observed the movement of socialistic business pockets spreading
throughout Argentina.

Moreover, the movement has expanded as a direct result of the

spreading belief in solidarity. I wanted to understand everything about this movement,
and most importantly these people. Their world is so different from the one that I know;
a movement that to my understanding would very unlikely occur in my own country and
people. Based on everything that I saw and began to understand while in Mendoza,
Argentina, my studies continued in an independent study with Professor Maria
Brockmann at Butler University.

I delved further into the questions I started to form

while in Argentina while studying the recovered business phenomenon.

This paper is

largely influenced by the work I analyzed and ret1ected on with Professor Brockmann.
How do Argentine citizens employ ideals of autonomy, equality, and interdependence in community to imagine new forms of citizenship and civil engagement as
well as a new country? Through distinct Argentine views and reformations of national
identity, community, and notions of citizenship and the nation, the emergence of
collective, worker owned businesses in Argentina has become possible. As I discuss the
phenomenon of Argentine worker-run businesses, these words will become more clearly
defined in terms of this context. Essentially, the level of autonomy to which I refer is
more expansive than individual governing.

An autonomous community in this context

implies a sense of group cohesion that is created through working class self-governing as

The Recovered Businesses of Argentina
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a unified assembly, a defined unit. Equality and inter-dependence are therefore integral
to the functions of the autonomous communities that these worker-run businesses have
created, and serve to help the autonomous communities function. Notions of the national
identity of the Argentine working class people, the community that they have created,
and their participatory approach to their imaginings of a nation, are discussed, formed,
practiced, and perpetuated through the inner workings of the autonomous community.
These will all be demonstrated through looking closely at the actions of the recovered
businesses.
There is clearly no one explanation for the dramatic economic and social revolution
that occurred in Argentina in the early 2000s. Current literature attributes the "people's"
victory to the complete economic collapse and astonishing political instability followed
by the workers lengthy and effective protests, and strong-will and intelligence in fighting
for their rights.' I argue that the initiation of this movement, and therefore the strength
behind it, stems from the newly reformed national identity of the working class,
spreading through its political, social, and even, as the ingenuity of worker-run
businesses describes, economic makeup. The workers' direct involvement in protesting
and creating worker run businesses, along with the policy-makers, lawyers, umbrella
organizations actions, and governmental reactions all help to answer these questions.
Ultimately, as the research shows, the widespread revolution is attributed to the people
themselves.
In the following pages, I will discuss the essential aspects to understanding the
phenomenon of the recovered businesses in Argentina. I will first explain the historical

3
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background essential to grasping the economic collapse of 200 1 and its devastating
circumstances.

After discussing the collapses intensity, I will attempt to make known the

innovative techniques and successful moments that a majority of the Argentine working
class realized in creating their own jobs. I will provide a general overview of how
different forms of social mobilization are imperative to the beginnings of communities
and their ability to create their own jobs to rise out of national economic failure. I will
then take a look at two case studies of recovered businesses, in their takeover and their
daily functions, to explain this phenomenon spread across Argentina.

Lastly, I will delve

into the concepts of autonomy, citizenship, and economic national identity to further
analyze these worker-run businesses and their functioning on a national and global level.

II. Historical Background
The year 2000 marked the largest economic crash in Argentina's history. During
Fernando de la Rna's presidency, Argentina became too bankrupt to continue its
neoliberal policies of the past.' In the previous decade, President Menem's neoliberal
policies were characterized by privatization, along with corrupt lending, over-spending,
and printing of excess money. These policies caused the national debt to reach its limits
and forced numerous private businesses to declare bankruptcy.

Businesses were sold or

shut down, many owners fled, and the fate of the majority of factories appeared to be
inescapable failure.' The thousands upon thousands of Argentine workers, however,
were not finished. Marino argues that their new unemployment was unjust, unacceptable,
and in their eyes, avoidable; they could protest. They could mobilize, they could recover,
and they would revolt together. Their individual debt was the debt of the country, and

4
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Marino 2012, 2.
Marino 2012, 2.
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fuel for protest. So, what did they do? They took over their workplaces.

Thus began the

creation of worker-run factories and businesses that still exist today in Argentina.
Textile, ceramic, and food factories are just a few of the many businesses that emerged
from the development of newfound recovered factories. Described as "socialistic
communities" that function through assemblies and community to create their own jobs,
monetary livelihoods, and life, the workers make their own decisions, and therefore
reclaim their voice in their country,"
Despite a common preconception, the economic crash of 2000 was in no way
sudden. Argentina's political history only a few decades earlier consisted of totalitarian
military power, coup overthrow, and largely opposing political parties in response to such
governmental instability." Raul Alfonsin, president from 1983-1989, made his
presidency a radical time of nurturing the country out of military rule, yet the country was
still tainted with military fear, discontent, and the beginnings of an inflated economy.

8

Due to these insecurities, the general population came to support a presidential candidate
with the opposite ideals, one that followed the rest of the globe in his commitment to
capitalism and capitalist stability: Carlos Menem,"
Menem called for a grand transformation in order to secure the support of the
Argentine people. Elected to office from 1989-1999, still a new phenomenon for the
country since the military dictatorship only two decades prior, he gained and maintained
initial support through promising reform, especially economically.

In his key policy, the

Reforma del Estado (State Reform), Menem sought to privatize the majority of

Marino 2012, 4.
7 Kruls 2012, 1.
8 Kruls 2012, 1.
9 Kruls 2012, 2.
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businesses, redirecting economic power from the state to private owners. This included
all public services as well, including gas, water, telephone, television, etc.!" Influenced
by his Minister of the Economy, Domingo Cavallo, Menem also attempted economic
revival through the Convertability Law. The law changed the exchange rate between the
United States dollar and the Argentine peso to a one to one rate. I I Appearing to increase
business profits through this dramatic rate change, it was simply a ploy to cover up the
country's and business' debt through visible, though unreal, monetary gain. At the same
time, these new privatized businesses were lowering employment in order to increase
their own profit, causing unemployment during the Menem decade to reach 25%.12
Menem's governmental changes were later uncovered as corrupt; a presidency
defined by illegal business actions that caused greater debt for the country. As Kruls
suggests, he covered up economic debt through privatization and simply declaring a
change in monetary value, rather than solving the underlying issues. He changed
government policy in order to appear supported in this corrupt economic reform. Menem
appeared more favorable to the public by completing a number of unjust governmental
changes: he altered the members and numbers of representatives within the Supreme
Court, gained military support, converted to Catholicism solely for religious support, and
altered the Argentine Constitution to secure his reelection.

13

He was failing the people in

his promises to significantly ensure economic security, while gaining support through his
charismatic personality and sly political corruption. Upon Menem's reelection for

Kruls 2012, 3.
II Magnani 2009, 50.
12 Kruls 2012, 4.
13 Kruls 2012, 4.
10
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another four years in office from 1995-1999, his neoliberal and corrupt policies
continued, as did Argentina's increasing debt.

Some attribute the large economic crash solely to Menem's neoliberal policies, some
to the nation's corruption, and some to the lack of participatory citizenship.

Ana Cecilia

Dinerstein, Argentine Polititical Sociologist, notes that the social movement flourished;
" ... relegan la movilizaci6n popular allugar de effect no deseado de la crisis
institucional.. .,,14 or " ... popular mobilizatlon was relegated due to unwanted effects of
the international crisis ... " What came out of the crisis, no matter who understands what
went wrong, was the popular mobilization of the people. It was clear that a new president
would have to make drastic changes to save the country from economic collapse, and De
la Rua became the elected to do so in 1999.15 His same neoliberal policies would not
suffice, however, and in his first year of office in 2000, the debt became intolerable.
Unemployment

and people living under the poverty level continuously increased, in just

six months, from May 2001 to October 2002, the Argentine population surviving under
poverty level increased from 35.9% to 61.3%, as did those living in need, rising from

11.6% to 29.7%.16 The growing levels of unjust unemployment, however, did not
surpass the attention of working class Argentineans who were affected.

III. The Innovation of the Cartoneros
As unemployment reached its heights because of the 2001 economic collapse, the
unemployed Argentine working class found innovative ways to remain active, find pay,
and maintain some sort of livelihood.

14Dinerstein 2004, 244.
15The Lavaca Collective 2007, 24.
16Magnani 2009, 46.

As I was studying in Mendoza, I learned and
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witnessed the Cartonero, or "Night-time Recycling" movement. It became a very clear
example and testament to the ability for many working class people to create jobs for
themselves.

The Cartoneros began recycling anything they could find recyclable for a

living. They created their own daily city routes, picking up cardboard, plastic, or a
mixture of anything they could find along the way. At the end of the day, they were paid
a very small amount for each recyclable item. Many who knew their work considered the
Cartoneros very honorable people. In fact, after learning about the movement for the first
time in school, I asked my Argentine host roommates what they knew and thought about
the Cartoneros innovative job creation. They all could not say enough how honorable it
was to create a way to make money when it is so difficult to find jobs, and that they were
so grateful that they are helping the environment, as well. In fact, they said, they usually
save their cardboard and plastics to make sure to give to a Cartonero that passes by the
apartment, helping out the workers and their environment.

17

I was very fortunate to discuss the Cartonero movement with an administrative
participant in a cooperative that the Cartonero's formed after years of recycling in
Mendoza.

Titled Coreme (Cooperative Recicladores Mendoza), the collective works to

unionize the Cartoneros, helping them to create a community of workers that has hopes
for one day gaining national legal recognition as a recycling system, and therefore
gaining some pay for their hours recycling the city. Currently, there is no city or national
recycling system; there is only one location in Buenos Aires that actively takes recycled
items. But this cooperative is attempting to create a recycling business for these
Cartoneros to create hourly paid job positions for their labor. In the meantime, they

17
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gather at night in one central location-in Mendoza it is on the Northern outskirts of the
city-to sell their items. He gave examples as to the amount of money per item: 0.5 pesos
for a kilo of paper (which is about 0.06 United States dollars), or 0.8 pesos for 25 bottles
(0.1 US dollarsj.i"
The Cartoneros cannot negotiate prices. Clearly their income is not enough to pay
for anything but small amounts of food, and it is also noticeable by their living
conditions.

The activist told us that many Cartoneros, especially in the beginning years

of recycling, live in the garbage landfills, "owning" a pile of garbage for each of their
homes. The Cartonero with the most or best garbage is designated the most successful
recycler, and is considered a leader of sorts in the Cartonero community.

At this point,

almost a decade and a half after the commencement of the movement, some Cartoneros
have been successful enough to find a place inexpensive enough to live.
The activist also arranged for our small group to travel around with his great
Cartonero friend, one who had been involved in the beginnings of Corome, and who has
recycled since the beginning of the economic collapse. For the sake of this paper, I'll call
him Juan.19 Juan was fairly fortunate and had a bike with a buggy to travel around the
city quickly and have adequate space to condense and carry his recycled items. Some
Cartoneros did have trucks, others horses (although this was least common), and some
had to walk. Juan explained to us that he would take us on his route around the city; he
makes it through the whole city once each morning, and once again in the afternoon.

As

we biked around, he explained and showed us that he has a network of neighbors,
acquaintances,

18
19

and businesses that save cardboard for him, knowing that he will come

Citon 2012.
See Appendix for Figure 1.
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around twice each day to collect whatever they had to give. He would have friendly daily
conversations with those that he knew well, and he explained that some of these networks
had been in place for years, and it remained a very business like interaction. He also
shifted through about every trash pile or personal garbage that looked promising to him,
never passing an opportunity for recyclables. When we started the day with Juan, he had
a small amount of cardboard filling about one fourth of his approximately 3X4X2 sized
buggy. Each time he found some cardboard, he very carefully collapsed it to the size
most suitable for the buggy, and organized the items to the most economical position
possible.

He worked incredibly fast; none of the rest of us could keep up with his skills

in quickly and neatly collapsing, folding, placing, and tying the cardboard in place.
Speediness is essential to the job: the more times he can search for materials, the more
money he will go home with. By the end of the morning, his first shift, the cardboard
towered over his head, packed down by the rope, and he would unload in a safe place to
save for selling that night to then go out for a second round.
Juan told us that he used to get tired on the very strenuous routes around the city
while carrying loads of items behind him. It is his only livelihood, so he had
and get accustomed to the physicality.

0

accept it

He and the Cartonero movement are testaments to

the innovativeness of the worker. Innovativeness birthed out of national economic failure
and unemployment,

the Argentine working class continued to work.

IV. Social Mobilization
The Cartonero movement, and the others to follow, were clearly not purely
individually created and supported, but came out of an entire class struggle. Forming
large movements was necessary in order to redefine Argentina as a nation with different

13
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modes of citizenship, community, and identity of individual and gathered people. It all
began with protests through social mobilization and solidarity, morphing into a large
social movement.

Therefore, defining a social movement proves essential to

understanding the working class takeover in Argentina. Because there are full studies
and anthropological

branches of social movement theories, fully delving into this topic is

much too broad for the scope of this paper. Therefore, I will attempt to provide an
overview complete enough to grasp the sentiment behind social movements in relation to
the mobilization of these worker-run businesses. The failed factories could not have been
taken over by the technically labeled unemployed workers without mobilizing
populations.

In her analysis of the differences between social movements and NODs,

Lucy Earle explains the complexity of the word and actions behind it; " .. .it has proved
difficult to provide a clear definition of a social movement, is because they are by nature,
shifting entities. The essence, however, of a social movement is resistance.t'i"

Within

their fluidity, their reactivity, and their ability to change according to their needs, as well
as the nations, sits their power."

They must constantly analyze and reshape their goals to

match their position in relation to the values around them. They are political movements,
clearly fighting for publicity, and directly responding to the world in which they were
birthed.
This is their political, national, and global role, but their population is central to the
purpose of the purpose of the mobilization, as well as where it will head. If the social
movement is contingent on the population, then their own definitions of citizenship, its
role in their ideal nation, and their identity within these concepts, are tightly bound to the

20
21
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Charles Tilly, sociologist, political scientist, and historian,

emphasizes this when he defines a social movement as "a sustained challenge to powerholders in the name of a population living under the jurisdiction of those power-holders
by means of repeated public displays of that population's numbers, commitment, unity,
and worthiness.t'v'

In every large mobilized movement lie deep political undertones of

inequality and injustice. This movement proves no different. In struggling to stand
against their opposition, the mobilized make apparent the troublesome power dynamics.
Tilly alludes to these notions when he recognizes the importance of the powerless
peoples' self-worth and unity. In doing so, they reassert their citizenship, identity, and
hope for a changed nation. It is through this lens that I would like to explore further the
mobilization process of the recovered businesses and therefore the new ideals interwoven
in the new business structures.
Researcher Taru Salmenkari has written extensively on social movement theories,
techniques, makeup, and success. She breaks down the different forms and instances of
social mobilization in relation to their social, political, and economic makeup, analyzing
the Argentine recovered business phenomenon from a perspective of social mobilization
advantage.

She notes the ability for social movements to provide depth in explaining the

nation's happenings.

It is not purely influenced by the people who create the movements,

but its success, progression, and ability to influence itself is largely dependent on
" ... other factors, such as resources, framing, identities, organizational forms, networks
and tactics affect the destinies of social movements.t'v'

22
23
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citizens through mobilization, they must also recognize everything that they are
participating in and for, understanding the nation as a whole.
Anthropologist

William Todd Evans conducted an ethnographic study of the Bauen

Hotel in Argentina and claims the essential nature of the social movement to every
recovered businesses success. He witnessed how the daily practices of an assembly could
function in a very intimate hotel atmosphere. In a business where guests were directly
dependent on their work and the hotel's environment, a tightly knit and highly productive
business model must be maintained. At the same time, they must be revolutionary, hence
the need for progression through social mobilization. Evans notes" ... from the study of
workplace democracy with those from the study of social movements and culture to show
to establishing egalitarian and democratic social relations in worker cooperatives can be
both limited and facilitated through social movement activity.,,24 He recognizes the
fundamental positive and negative characteristics within a grand scale movement, and
during his study proves the difficulty these recovered businesses must surpass to gain
success and maintain momentum.

V. First Mobilizations in 2001, Argentina
Whether the continuation of social mobilizations aids or limits functional aspects of
recovered businesses or not, it was definitely the first push in reconstructing the
businesses.

On December 19 and 20, 2001, the country exploded in popular protest, the

cacerolazo protests. These mobilizations were titled "cacerolazo" because of the tools
that the participants used in order to protest; pots and pans, useful for casseroles, hence
the "cacerolazo."

24Evans 2007,33.

Pablo, from the neighborhood assembly Asamblea Colegiales, who
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witnessed and participated in the cacerolazo protests, explains the force behind them,
"there was a general reaction against, and rejection of, the political sectors, against
financial power, and against judicial power. It was like a demonstration, the feeling in
the neighborhoods, the middle class that went out in the cacerolazo, mostly those in
Buenos Aires.,,25 His picture of a demonstration points to the force of change behind the
cacerolazo movement.

They were not protests to end something, or protests to express

anger, but protests demonstrating the need for change as well as the mobilization of
people behind the force for change. They brought together such a large working class
force that also felt the affects of the economic downfall. The cacerolazo protests were
instrumental to creating a concrete mobilization of such masses of people. I will explain
later the power that the cacerolazos themselves had in creating this cohesive unit of
protest. First, it is essential to understand the natural development and passion that the
Argentine people witnessed and joined. The spontaneity of the cacerolazo protest, in its
massive mobilization of hundreds if not thousands of members of the Argentine working
class, points to the passion and intensity behind the movement. Pedro explained his view
of the beginnings of the cacerolazo protests, articulating a view of the street:
"The first person began to bang a pot and saw the neighbor across the
street banging one, and the neighbor downstairs too, and soon there
were four, five, fifteen, twenty. People moved to their doorways and
saw other people banging pots in theirs. They saw on television that
this was happening in more and more neighborhoods, and soon they
went to the main corner-and hundreds of people gathered ban~ing pots
until one point, when the people banging pots began to walk.,,2

25Horizontalism 2006, 23.
26Horizontalism 2006, 22.
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Everyone took to the streets, banging on their pans in protest and unifying with the phrase

"Que se vayan todos," which is directly translated into "Out with all ofthem!,,27
VI. The Value of the Cacerolazos
The beginnings of this protest provides hints and glimpses into the various
characteristics surrounding solidarity and assembly that the recovered businesses would
take on; mobilization needs a sense of community to function on this large scale. The
very process the cacerolazos became a part of emphasizes the power in unity. When
discussing her participation in the protests of December 2001, my professor Melina
Marino explained to me the significance of everyone's participation as well as the pots
that they all used. She stated that she was lucky to be located directly in the city, so she
never had to travel anywhere to protest. Most of the protests took place in the larger
cities in Argentina, in her case, Mendoza, but largely in Buenos Aires. She said it would
be silly for everyone who lived there to not participate, seeing as they did not need to
travel, so everyone took to the streets. At the same time, a large portion of the people
who were unemployed, below the poverty rate, and active revolutionaries during the
protests came from more rural areas outside of the city. They brought the pots they had,
used them as a protest mechanism to make noise and be sure to be heard, but also to
ensure a meal at the end of the day. These people could not travel home every night and
were increasingly expansive and inclusive, This led to large masses of people who had
traveled to join the protests to temporarily live on the city land until some change was
made. They had to camp on that ground, and share food with one another from
whichever resource they could find. Melina emphasized how the people" ... usaron las

27Magnani 2009, 47.
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mismos cacerolazos para comer. .. no habian lugares pacificos ... habian 90% personas

indignados cacerolazos ... y remarca el poder de la gente.,,28 She is saying here that the
power of the people was marked by the cacerolazos (making up 90% of the protest
population) using the same pots and pans to eat out of as to protest even through the lack
of peace and their fear of their increasing poverty. These pans were monumental to the
protest; they were the noise as well as the community joining together to share food and
help one another survive.
Melina also wanted to make sure that I understood the incredible value behind the
slogan of the cacerolazo protests. The phrase, "Que se vayan todos, " carries significant
weight in the role of the cacerolazos as well as the inspiration for total revolution of
businesses soon after. The direct translation, "They all must go," literally expresses the
wish of the people to replace the neoliberalleaders,
a new Argentina.

take away the corruption, and create

However, we discussed at length the value behind these Spanish words

and verb conjugations while Iwas in Argentina. Melina explained to us the deeper
sentiment behind the grammar of this phrase. The verb "to go" is conjugated in such a
way that it mandates, it is a direct command to the government instead of a passive
phrasing. It exerts the people's strength in taking control of the government and running
of their country how the people need it. At the same time, Melina continued to
emphasize that this conjugation expresses" ... el deseo ... " the desire of future hope, and a
sense of this exact imagination of a new country .29 She states many times over "el deseo
por un cambio," the desire for change. It is powerfully demanding, yet progressively and
openly imaginative for a new future.

28Marino 2014.
29M.an no 2014.
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VII. The Takeover Process

As the protests in the streets turned to sit-ins in the workplace, a slogan for the entire
movement evolved into "Ocupar, Resistir, Producir", or "occupy, resist, produce.I'"
These three words are a roadmap of the manner in which workers in these recuperated
businesses began the process of governing themselves. I argue that the sincerity of the
slogan points to a truth in the situation of the recovered businesses. They make apparent,
immediately and directly, what processes they will practice in obtaining the factories.
They claim their occupation of the factories themselves, that they will not only occupy,
but will also resist, and they will resist by producing goods no matter what pay. Their
methods become concrete and their intentions known. I take from a variety of different
published first-hand accounts and interviews to explain the highly controversial process
in which different communions of workers gained their own rights, and therefore created
their new business."

The workers of different factories around the country began to

make public the injustices of the current labor and employment practices by initiating
cacerolazo protests, demanding labor and employment rights in the streets, and directly
protesting their potential or current unemployment.V

From there, they continued to make

their specific concerns and demands known, by occupying resisting, and producing in
their factories.

Marino 2012, 1.
Naomi Klein and Avi Lewis's documentary The Take along with accounts directly
spoken and written by the workers in Horizontalism: Voices oj Popular Power in
Argentina edited by Marina Sitrin and Sin Patron: Stories from Argentina's WorkerRun Factories by the Lavaca Collective, a recuperated editorial and activist
organization, are all used throughout this paper in explaining these broad concepts of
worker takeover.
32 The Lavaca Collective 2007, 24.
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What did it mean to occupy these factories? Literally occupy them, down to the
exact definition of the word. The workers illegally entered the physical space, took it
over, and declared that it was their public space, their employment facility, not only
occupied, but also controlled by them.33 They did this through resisting the orders of
previous owners and hiring their lawyers, gaining support from the community and their
own lawyers, and, most importantly, through the autonomous and collective movement
that they created together. They camped in the buildings, or outside of them-for days, to
weeks, months, and in some cases even a few years-resisting the neoliberal policies that
brought them down by creating collective manners to survive, work, and govern."
then produced.

They

The workers produced goods despite the fact that they may not have legal

control of their factory yet, despite the fact that they were simultaneously fighting the
government and capitalist tendencies of their country and globe, and even despite the fact
that they were not getting paid. Somehow, they would find the materials to produce
ceramics, textiles, or whatever they had previously produced, to keep their work
continuing, to prove that they could work together, and to keep their dignity in the
process of fighting for their employment.Y

VIII. FaSinPat- The Ownerless Factory
The Lavaca Collective compiled research on various recuperated factories
throughout the country. The largest recovered factory is FaSinPat, which started as the
ceramic factory, Zanon.36 The factory's changed name explains the process that the
workers took to gain control. It was previously owned and "run" by the elusive boss Luis

33
34
35
36

Horizontalism 2006,133.
The Lavaca Collective 2007, 98-100.
The Lavaca Collective 2007, 56.
The Lavaca Collective 2007, 45-63.
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Zan6n, a boss that proved corrupted financial decisions and inhumane working conditions
time after time. The new title, FaSinPat, directly translates to Fabrica Sin Patr6n, or
"Factory Without Boss.,,37 The workers resisted Zan6n's attempted "leadership" by
taking over the workplace through initial picketing protest which turned into a physical
sit-in takeover of the factory as well as consistent production of ceramics despite
receiving no orders, paychecks, and technically not having jobs. This takeover did not
come easily. After working under the control of a privatized, conservative boss for
decades, not all of the workers were automatically or faithfully on board for a
reconstruction

of the factory. After having "given their life" to Zanon, many workers had

been established in meager or nonexistent paychecks, inhumane conditions, and immoral
leadership, and resistance seemed daunting and uncharacteristic.

When Zan6n continued

an unsupportive environment after the economic crash in 2001, going so far as to claim
his workforce as "lazy" employees, he sabotaged himself and opened an opportunity for
38

the workers to create an even more cohesive and collective group to fight.

The majority

was now against him.
FaSinPat's
discussion-based

distinctive collaborative effort is marked by nonpartisan, community and
ideals. The discussion-based nature of the factory allows for an open-

minded system that promotes difference as instrumental to their progress. This even
expands to political loyalty. Having set aside politics, they can focus on maintaining
their factory, decreasing unemployment, and promoting a community-based organization.
FaSinPat declares that political preference, although it can be individually maintained,
must not be declared or preferred by the organization. Their goal reaches even further, as

37The Lavaca Collective 2007, 51.
38 The Lavaca Collective 2007, 54.
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the factory aims to help workers become the decision makers for their own futures as an
economic force.39
IX. Brukman, the Sime Quarry, and Comercio y Justicia
The first factory to pursue the worker takeover and control was the Buenos Aires
female textile factory, Brukman. The Brukman employees had not been paid for months.
Their takeover began as a building sit-in to receive their well-earned and long overdue
wages. It was the lack of compromise from the factory owners and neglectful
government that caused the Brukman women to eventually fight to run the factory
themselves.

Their protests and struggle to stay working and become their own boss

" ... became the flagship of the reclaimed factories movement, almost like a mecca for
activists and researchers.T'" After that, at the Sime Quarry in northern Victoria, Entre
Rios Province, workers had been disappointingly given months of unpaid vacation, or
rather had been unemployed for months with empty promises of future paychecks. They
heard of the phenomenon to "occupy, resist, produce", and began to put the process into
play. They took over the land, hunting, fishing, and selling any and all resources to
survive.
The workers taking over the Sime Quarry suffered physical demands beyond many;
starvation and injury were common. Two years after living and working off of the quarry
land, they could call it their own business.l'

Across the country, in Cordoba, the

newspaper Comercio y Justicia (Commerce and Justice) resisted their Brazilian boss's
ownership to finally reclaim their workplace.

The Lavaca Collective 2007, 63.
The Lavaca Collective 2007,65.
41 The Lavaca Collective 2007, 132-141.
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had not been paid for months, and their labor conditions were inadequate, but they
brought in their computers, produced the newspaper, and were once again given nothing.
Workers had the opportunity to establish control of the company after loud and spirited
marches in front of the C6rdoban Labor Ministry. Complete with festive music and
fireworks, the laborers protests were strategically placed during the Brazilian executives
trial for corruption. Their success was profound, the bosses' left, and the workers would
rule. Not paid since August of2001, the workers persisted through five months of no
wages before completing the protest and winning the right to claim La Prensa
Cooperative as theirs.42

x.

Solidifying Business Ownership
From Zan6n to Brukman, Sime to Comercio y Justicia, the legality and intricate

processes that each of these recovered factories became recognized through is vastly
different. According to Melina's sources, " ... en el2001 quebraron, se fundieron 1500
empresas y recuperadas hay 350," meaning that by 2001 there were 1,500 businesses
with 350 taken over."

The phenomenon only grew since its beginning. Esteban

Magnani, sociologist and author of The Silent Change: Recovered Businesses in
Argentina, notes the many different factors that played into the differences between
factory movements, including cultural, social, organizational, hierarchal levels, worker
assemblies, and of course legalities. Magnani quotes, "how to define factories recovered
by workers is a question that poses considerable difficulty, caused mainly by the very
nature of the movement they belong to, which is made up of diverse groups with different
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Neka, writing from the perspective of an unemployed workers'

movement, states that the diversity is what is essential to the movement, "I believe that
the purpose of communicating what we are as a movement is not about building a unified
movement or hegemony, but a step toward creating diversity.t'"

Some became

nationalized, some became their own cooperative, each assembly created work in their
own distinct manner. Some people rotate jobs week by week, some have specific jobs
consistently in their control. At the same time, however, all went through the process of
being led by the workers for the workers instead of answering to a hierarchal and
recognized leader. They were all developed horizontally.
Mobilizing similarly marginalized and economically abused peoples together is one
task. Proving their ability to create together a functioning, worthwhile, and
organizationally decisive business, however, is another. With injustice comes extreme
passion and stronger groundwork for feeding peoples' hunger to be heard. Workers
around the country demonstrated their loyalty to a new country and future. By
maintaining a community against injustice and developing a cohesive operation to gain
legal rights to govern their own businesses, solidifying these businesses became less
daunting. At the same time, the workers feared they would not be able to recover their
jobs if the privatized businesses reached the level of debt threatening liquidation.
Through the expropriation law, if the workers take over the workplace, it is seen as a
public space open to different legal processes, where "an asset is declared to be of public
utility and expropriated, and the owner is paid in an indemnity.'?"
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played a part in this expropriation process; he carried out the first expropriation of a

recovered business himself: fighting for the workers rights to recover their workplace.
The Bankruptcy law is a first step in the final expropriation of businesses. It
formally declares that a business lacks funds and determines its fate after going out of
business. Movement leaders, lawyers, and workers, however, are pushing to receive
immediate recognition through the Bankruptcy Law. Eduardo Mutua, one of the founders
of the Movimiento Nacional de Empresas Recuperadas (National Movement of
Recuperated Enterprises, or MNER), states that each bankrupt business should not be
liquidated, but rather put directly into the workers hand. His view is far from the
capitalist globe in which we live today; "for us, businesses are social goods, not private
goods.,,47 The importance lies not with the boss and consumerist success, but in the
quality products for the people, made in a humane and adequately salaried workplace.
Ultimately, by going to court to explore their right to take over abandoned or occupied
businesses, the collectives prove the need for a traditional boss unnecessary.
XI. The National Level
National assemblies of worker-run businesses across the country have proved to be a
useful tool in sharing business techniques for worker-run cooperatives.

Leaders of the

workers communicate to create a collective unit to help each other succeed in the new
world they created instead of becoming isolated businesses.

The ability for these

businesses to communicate and create a collective unit for the country as a whole to meet,
share, and ultimately help each other succeed in the new world finalized their
mobilization. The National Movement of Reclaimed Companies (MNER) and the

47Magnani 2009, 77.
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National Movement of Worker-Reclaimed Factories (MNFR) were movements created to
provide stable places where people give advice, support, legal suggestions, and any help
that new and developing recovered businesses need." These organizations, which are
anti-capitalist in ideology, promote resistance and provide legal defense to the majority of
recovered factories. In an interview by the Lavaca Collective, Eduardo Murua again
emphasized the necessity for complete solidarity and its importance to the movement on
a national and local level. Uniting representation from the recovered businesses together
in a large Assembly also allows for a sense of national mobilization to provide hope for
national change. The slogan "Occupy, Resist, Produce," extends to the national
meetings, as well, embodies the visions of a new economic system, led by the people for
the people-like each individual business. The structure of the Assembly is analogous to
that of the smaller recovered business assemblies. In the words of Murua, "we decided:
one voter per worker in the company, and one vote per company in the Movement.'?"
Even though some businesses maintain presidents or leaders and the national movement
Assembly needs a clear president and executives to organize nation-wide assemblies, all
decisions are based on the vote. This maintains equality in opinion, voice, and final
decision-making through a direct democracy, the foundation of all of the recovered

businesses." Argentine recovered businesses take mobilization and reconstruction to
develop a world where they imagined themselves as active participants with heard voices.
It becomes the hope that this reality later imprints their communal world onto a new
Argentina.
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demonstrated that crisis conditions can lead to new societal movements that may, in turn,
lead to historical departures from classic worker-capital relationships in both Argentina
and elsewhere.':" The hope that the recovered businesses and national movements
maintain is one of political, economic, and social revolution on the national scale. They
hope for reformations to the business model that can promote autonomy as a method of
governing practiced throughout the country on a variety of levels, not simply the local
one. As the cacerolazo mobilization promoted worker-run businesses, the worker-run
businesses hope to promote autonomous modes of thinking and growth.
XII. Autonomy
Branching from their local beginnings to national and international recognition and
collaboration, the worker-run businesses remain dedicated to keeping pure their initial
intent in self-governing.

Autogestion is a complicated yet central term to the managing

ideals of the recovered business movement.

In the many accounts compiled and edited

by Sitrin in Horizontalism, people within neighborhood, business, unemployment, etc.,
assemblies note the difficultly with which to explain the term, because it revolves around
a feeling and process of self-management.

Sitrin herself states that a direct translation to

autogestion is quite difficult because it is considered" ... the relationships among people
that create a particular project, not simply the project itself. It is a word reflecting an
autonomous and collective practice.,,52 The people discuss the feeling and process behind
autogestion more than the strict definition of autonomy as self-government. Mutua
declares autogestion as the core of the worker-run businesses; "that's what's central: the

51 Ranis 2006,59.
52Horizontalism 2006, vii.
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continuity of collective struggle.'?" A community's ability to self-govern in a society
previously governed by worker oppression proves the strength behind the passion for
solidarity in autonomy.

Persistent, demanding, and productive, the mobilization of

workers grew from protest into the creation of directly democratic assemblies. Their
collective struggle founded a flexibly productive business model in which each worker's
equality in political, economic, social, market, process, and production opinion and
decision matters. Birthed from a struggle where it was necessary to depend on one
another, suffer through unemployment, poverty, and violent protest with one another, and
together deciding to promote illegal steps to taking over their businesses, the workers of
the recovered factories created the continuation of the collective struggle through the
recovered businesses in order to end collective struggle once and for all.
Co-dependency on fellow workers makes essential each participants influence. In

Mutua's words, "the personal autonomy of each compafiero is fundamental to the life of
the organization, so they aren't depending on some compafiero who can get them
something.'?" Individual dedication to the movement is expected and demanded by the
assembly. Meaning, business autonomy is dependent on personal autonomy, which is
regulated by the assembly. The workers emphasize over and over the participation of
each assembly member, not only through their vote, but through their voiced opinion.
They depend on each other to allow the business to function, but this means taking their
part in both senses of autonomy.
The collective identity that defines the new Argentine recovered business promotes
business functions unique to how each assembly would naturally function. Each

53
54

Magnani 2009,74.
Magnani 2009,57.

29

The Recovered Businesses of Argentina
assembly, therefore, works distinctly. The diversity of self-government eventually
defines the recovered business phenomenon.

As worker participation holds vital to each

assembly, it guarantees authentic characteristics to each business assembly. Melina told
me that she had attended a few assembly meetings throughout her years in Mendoza and
she observed similar characteristics in the environment of the ones she had witnessed.
She emphasized the ability for workers to drink yerba mate, the social drink of Argentina,
during the workday. This, to her, proved "un ambiante muy exitosa," or a very
successful environment for the workers, allowing for casual conversation, healthy
relations, and a greater possibility for compromise and overall peace and success within
the recovered businesses.
The democratic vote as the core to decision making in each business also guarantees
collective group security. Unique to the assembly process is the ability for personable
and intimate relations between workers. Workers hold each other accountable by rotating
administrative positions. These could include marketing, production, workers rights,
advertising, billing, and so on. Some businesses do have designated leaders, and others
rotate "leadership" positions. There are leaders that can emerge naturally due to
personality characteristics, but ultimately everyone is able to participate and everyone
will vote. Others congregate as the entire assembly to make every decision as a unit. In
an interview conducted by Canadian journalist Jennifer Moore, Murua stated that he is
certain even with the same salary and workers rights, the common Argentinean worker
would still rather work for a cooperative.

This way, their established workers rights and

business decisions come from direct democracy rather than the employer-employee
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relationship." These workers are willing to put forth more work and effort in the
assembly process of the collaborative and collective struggle, and in this sense,
cultivation of autonomy is successful.
Ironically, while the recovered businesses suggest an alternative to the current
political, economic, and social conditions in Argentina, the worker's individual political
agendas or beliefs are not at the forefront of the recovered business construction or
function. FaSinPat member Quifiimir proclaims, "The assembly is paramount. The
parties play and important role, but they are subordinate to the overall assembly.T" This
is what makes their autonomy genuine; any schema to create a leftist organization,
country, or even changing other workers beliefs is overruled by the demand for respect of
each assembly member's right to opinion." In fact, as leftist organizations began to
assert their beliefs and create relationships and organizations to promote their agendas by
means of the recovered businesses, the purely economical intention of improving income
and immediate livelihood instead of largely political revolution became clear." Matilde
Adorno, in her interview with the Lavaca Collective, discussed the issues that the
Brukman women had to face when radical political organizations of all kinds attempted
to stamp their name and agenda on the first recovered factory.

As different organizations

tried to gain their support as well as community support by claiming Brukman as their
ally, the women of the organization were still in the process of trying to take their jobs
back. She notes that the political agenda was not their main concern, "we are ready to
listen to what they tell us, think it over, and we'll see-but none of this wanting to take us

Moore 2006,5.
The Lavaca Collective 2007, 61.
57 Magnani 2009, 73-83.
58 Magnani 2009, 73-83.
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to be part of one party or another party. Ninety-five percent of [the Brukman workers]
are independents.,,59 In the majority of the accounts that I read, the assembly workers
were notorious for adamantly repeating that everyone has a right to their own opinion,
and civil discussion is the only tolerated approach to political happenings inside the
business place. Through this process, discussion adds to the debates needed for selfgoverning, but it avoids the fear of not being heard or the fear of being looked over.
The Autonomy of FaSinPat
The autonomy of FaSinPat began much like most recovered businesses; through
collective action and community support. Growing from a surrounding community that
joins in the collective struggle offers the means for an autonomic system and the
understanding of the mobilized people. Miguel Ramirez, member of FaSinPat proudly
explained the support that the collective members received from their surroundings, "they
sent us so much food we didn't know where to store it. We put packages of it together
and sold them to raise money for the strike fund. There was a lot of support from the
community and small businesses.,,60 There was a cohesive atmosphere surrounding the
workers that helped to demonstrate the process of uniting as a people instead of
continuing class struggle. The fact that "even inmates at the local jail sent them their
food rations" proves the universal understanding and hope for the working class struggle;
one that represented the majority of the people.?'
Out of this working class community struggle came the process of self-governing as
the recovered businesses were established. I have already discussed above the

59The Lavaca Collective 2007, 79.
60The Lavaca Collective 2007, 57.
61The Lavaca Collective 2007,56.
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participatory nature of the assemblies, and the insistence upon each assembly member's
full-hearted participation.

Here, Julian from FaSinPat explains his observations of the

growth in individual assembly members as well as the assembly as a whole:
"Something we've observed is that each assembly is increasingly
participatory. We've seen all the companeroi2 go through a sort of
waking up process. It's not just talk-everyone is putting their all into
this. In this waking process, new critiques are constantly developing,
and in a way that is a part of always moving forward, towards the
north ... Through everything that happens, we're always united. In the
first assemblies, we had to vote about unity, but now we're living it
and applying it every day. It's more than a vote ...one person throws
out an idea, and then another puts out a different one. People discuss
the ideas, and there's a conflict that someone else clears up, but
someone else disagrees. Eventually, we'll all come to a conclusion
together.,,63
Julian explains exactly what the assemblies hope to accomplish, illustrating both the
positive and negative process in reaching a consensus through the assembly. I argue that
this represents both the progression in reaching the autonomic goal, and its final manners
of self-governing.

It did not come easily, as he and many other accounts note. The

compafieros had to gain trust in each other in order to always discuss and always remain
united, a process that the collective struggle taught. But then they reached the point
where conflict is necessary as each worker participates, and the autonomy holds true in
allowing this conflict before settling any finality.
The Autonomy of Brukman
Matilde Adorno, quoted above, and Celia Martinez were two founding members of
Brukman that did not have the same vision of what they thought Brukman should
become. One thought it should declare itself a collective, separate from the government,

62Compafieros directly translates to partners, and in this context can be seen as a warm
sentiment between assembly coworkers.
63Horizontalism 2006, 65.
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and the other pushed for nationalization of the company. The women, with opposing

viewpoints, clearly had their struggles and had to fight each other to defend their beliefs.
Their struggles within the assembly demonstrate the benefits of the assembly's insistence
on equal opportunity.

Adorno recognized, "at the assemblies we can be tearing each

other apart defending our respective points of view, but then afterwards we share some

mate.,,64 Remarkably, the women were still compafieras. They came from different
backgrounds and maintained completely different visions, but they respected one another
for their opposite opinion. Martinez emphasized, " ... everything was always decided by
assembly, for better or for worse, right or wrong. ,,65 Yes, to her there was a right or
wrong answer, just as there was to Adorno. But once again, they were business partners
who at the end of the day realized their place in the collective group instead of leaders of
an organization.

XIII. Citizenship
As the autonomous mode of business spreads, so too must the reflection of how the
people involved must define themselves as citizens in terms of the movement.

A citizen

cannot remain static in a system shifting from totalitarianism, to neoliberalism, to
autonomous business growth. Redefining citizenship is essential to the successful
construction of an autonomous collective of people. As autonomy increases and direct
democracy becomes imperative, the participants' empowerment creates a citizenry intent
on voicing change. One unemployed worker's movement in San Telmo bitterly noticed
the lack of governmental involvement in their reconstructive process; " ... we have to get
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into the middle of things to get anything from the government.v'"

34
In the new system, a

citizen can no longer be a passive or blind follower of a large umbrella of governances,
but instead must directly participate.

For some it is even essential to see the state as a

unit that the new citizens must consciously separate themselves from, " ... manifesting our
rejection of representative government, our rejection of politicians, in general. I believe
our de-linking from the state came from that. .. snatch away from the state ... at the very
least then, our distance from the state is kept alive in our conversations.t'Y

The new

citizen is a direct participant to their organization, their government, and their needs. The
growing acceptance of autonomy affirms its practices and promotes self-governing over
dependency on the government that for decades has been so unstable.
This sense of separating themselves from the government varies from person to
person. Myra from the neighborhood assembly Asamblea Colegiales, explains the degree
of separation they would like to have from the state; "what we were saying was very
simple: this isn't a democracy nowadays, our vote has no meaning, we don't want to
vote, we don't want to be extorted in this manner, we're outta here.,,68 The resistance
against democracy that is not direct is yet another collective struggle taken on by some
participants of recovered businesses.

After tasting the benefits of self-government, some

workers are willing to state their support for autonomous control on a larger political
scale, as well.
As mentioned before, the political agendas of individual workers are respected, and
force of one's beliefs over another's is not tolerated. Political sways are not to influence

66Horizontalism 2006, 192.
67Horizontalism 2006, 121.
68 Horizontalism 2006, 127.
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one's own vote-or worker relationships.

The fine balance

between economic integrity in participating in the recovered businesses, and political
beliefs is difficult when working as a collective unit. This is the new form of citizenship
that the autonomic system has created, however, Citizens so willing to participate must
be wiling to accept the difference in opinion as well as back up their own. They have
claimed their voice as direct participants in democracy, and therefore must exert their
citizenship, yet also be wary of overexertion.
Redefining Citizenship in FaSinPat
To Alejandro Lopez of FaSinPat, citizenship means participation in any arena that
relates to community livelihood. The members of FaSinPat, in their direct democracy
assemblies demonstrate the reconstruction of citizenship key to the success of recovered
businesses.

But Lopez argues that being a citizen entails even more; "you know, the

education problem isn't only the schools' problem. I have a nine-year-old daughter, so
it's my problem too. The health-care problem isn't the hospitals' problem, it's
everybody's problem; the same with unemployment.t''"

The recovered businesses, in

their continuation of mobilizing workers to promote collectivity in self-government
demonstrated the necessity for citizenry involving the surrounding community to change
as well. The collective struggle and its platform for direct participation created a citizen
able and encouraged to become active members of the surrounding society.
Redefining Citizenship in Brukman
Celia Martinez from Brukman also expressed notions of direct citizenship in decision
making through the eyes of security. As I explained Argentina's unstable history as well
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as the inhumane working conditions of factory workers before the revolution, it was clear
that citizens' roles in the government or their workplace were incredibly small. Not only
were they small, but they were also inconsistent.

Once the working class has grasped a

new participatory and attainable citizenship, it became a manner to gain and maintain
security. It is understandable that this became a large issue to fight for. Martinez
expresses this concern as she explains the control that Brukman fought for in their
products, "Those guys that work with the government-how much money do they make
for approving this or that contract? We wanted Brukman's products to go straight to the
hospitals, to the government's

distribution centers, without intermediaries.

also a way of securing our salaries.t''"

For us, it was

Their directly participatory citizenship in the

worker-run businesses became and expression of their hold on their future. Their salaries
had disappeared before the revolution. Now, as they control themselves as citizens of a
new era, they would also control their businesses and their own financial future, as well.

XIV. The National Identity
How can a new concept of citizenship, however, be redefined without understanding
the role of the identities behind direct participants?

The strong sense of specifically

participatory responsibility, but also the passion in being a newfound citizen and the
responsibilities that this holds, sparked my interest in the Argentine recovered businesses.
When I began learning about them in Mendoza, it was mainly through the eyes of my
professors.

However, we did participate in a discussion with a collective leader, we were

able to learn from professors who themselves participated in the protest process, and in
my interview with Melina, she described to me the assembly meetings that she has
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attended in Mendoza. What I began to notice in hearing these people speak, as well as
reading the first account testimonies by The Lavaca Collective and Sitrin, was the open
environment in which individual passions were heard, accepted, and nurtured. Maria
Antonio Munoz describes part of this phenomenon; " ... muchos ciudadanos que no
participaban de estas redes de accion colectiva u organizaciones, pero que igualmente se
sentian danados por las orientaciones politicas y economicas gubemamentales,
comenzaron a participar de las protestas.?"

She is saying here that a majority of citizens,

despite their lack of participation in organized collectives, participated in these protests if
they felt like Argentine politics, economic decisions, and so on, had taken something
from them. From the beginnings of the protest process, they were fighting for new
treatment regardless of how they would then receive it, if they were participants of a
recovered business or not.
This protest was not only rejuvenated once again, but it became an imperative role in
identification, how the Argentine people identify themselves in relation to their fellow
citizens, their state, and their workplace. George Akerlof and Rachel Kranton conducted
a study relating social identity to economic participation and decision-making.

In it, they

prove that "identity is fundamental to behavior, choice of identity may the most important
'economic'

decision people make.,,72 Akerlof and Kranton explain identification as a

response and relationship to outside sources. These include economic and behavioral
decisions based on the self-fulfilling prophecy of certain economic statuses, the
relationship between these groups of "others" within the economic hierarchy, and the

Munoz 2009, 66.
72Akerlof and Kranton 2000, 717.
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"choice" to remain in ones economic class due to the possibility for social exclusion."

In

other words, they prove through their research that" ... identity in our models is based on
social difference.

A person's sense of self is associated with different social categories

and how people in these categories should behave.,,74 What they suggest here is the
perpetuation of both identity and economic status through each other; economic class
cannot not change unless identity is reconstructed, but identity cannot be reconstructed
because it previously determined by economic status.
After conducting ethnographic work surrounding the issue of overwhelming
"oppositional"

behaviors and identities in poor economic classes, Akerlof and Kranton

created a model to answer why this phenomenon was consistently perpetuated. A
participant could choose between Activity One and Activity Two, and their identification
with a group of Green or Red identities and behaviors. Those within Activity One were
working citizens, economically successful to a certain extent, and more successful that
those in Activity Two, non-working people. Based on their work status, people could
choose different identities, assuming that one identity must fit with a particular activity
was not necessary, so four choices were available-Activity One with Green, Activity One
with Red, Activity Two with Green, and Activity Two with Red. Two main categories
contained the majority, however, Green identities with working Activity One, and Red
identities with non-working Activity Two. Akerlof and Kranton note the" ... selfdestructive behavior of the underclass ... " that proves significant correlation between
economic status and identity.f
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groups of domination, perpetuation of the trend as opportunities grow for those dominant
groups over marginal groups, and then further identification with specific group
behaviors through their separation from others.
At the same time that Akerlof and Kranton argue the unlikelihood for change in
economic identification, they have noted change that has occurred in the past. They have
seen a drastic increase in women's economic stability and ownership in studying the
different work hours between men and women in the household, and identification of
economic ability and individualism.

Through this study, they conclude, " ... the social

categories and behavioral prescriptions can be changed, affecting identity-based
preferences.v'"

They study the ability of women, as a group identifying differently than

the past dominance of men allowed, to gain more economic control and success by first
re-identifying

with the issue. This is analogous to the phenomenon, though possibly on

an even larger scale, of the working class in Argentina. The workers gathered together to
autonomously

change from identifying with inescapable poverty to decisive economic

success through gaining control of their own businesses, their own livelihoods, and their
own identities.
As discussed earlier in reference to Salmenkari's analysis of social mobilization and
protest in Argentina, specifically surrounding the 2001 economic collapse, she argues the
essentiality of identifying with fellow citizens through these protests and mobilizations.
It is through the combination ofre-identifying

economic identities as explained by

Akerlof and Kranton, alongside identifying with fellow citizens in like situations as
explained by Salmenkari, that monumental change can occur. This is how the Argentine
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people could therefore expand even further and attempt to redefine and imagine a new
nation.
XV. The Businesses Shaping an Imagined New Nation
As the people of Argentina have reshaped their identities in relation to the world
around them, as South American citizens in economic crisis, they must apply this identity
to the larger political, economic, and social world of Argentina. They have approached
national bonds between recovered factories through working with the umbrella
organizations

like the MNER and MNFR.

The presidents of these organizations and the

lawyers that have traveled across the nation to help similar factories in similar situations
have proved their support. The possibility for non-governmental organization (NOO)
recognition as well as recovered businesses becoming nationalized businesses, working
directly with the government, was first widely contested, but now is widely known.
Whether directly associated with the government, or not, the recovered businesses have
become nationally recognized as essential to the current day Argentine economy. They
also remain active, pursuing a world in which their national recognition would be come
institutionalized

within the economic system, where businesses run by the workers would

be normalized.

The people are imagining a new national system, but first we must define

what this nation they are recreating means in the first place.
Renowned scholar Benedict Anderson's known book Imagined Communities offers
incredible insight into the formation of nationality, the importance of this created
nationalism that expands beyond governmental pride and into the peoples' ability to
create the country that they hope for. He notes that nationality is socially constructed as
more tangible and definitive, "the formal universality of nationality as a socio-cultural
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concept _ in the modern world everyone can, should, will 'have' a nationality, as he or
she 'has' a gender.,,77 This notion of the nation, that many believe still today, is not only
concrete, but also appears static. It is an item to own, not to critically analyze, morph,
and make better. This is why the concept of the imagined nation is still not common
today, and why the recovered business phenomenon seems so radical. It is hard to grasp
how the mobilization of a very large working class could themselves conceptualize the
possibility for social, political, and economic reconstruction of the Argentine nation,
changing both the historical and present understanding of their country and the
relationship between their citizenship and their nation.
At the same time, Anderson states that this somewhat superficial definition of the
nation-the static rather than flexible one-can be developed and understood as a national
entity in relation to its citizens, just as the Argentine working class has made apparent. It
is dependent on the pride of the people, so a true nation would consist of a population
participating in an establishment of which they are proud. In this sense, " ... the model of
official nationalism assumes its relevance above all at the moment when revolutionaries
successfully take control of the state, and are for the first time in a position to use the
power of the state in pursuit of their visions.,,78 The Argentine working class recognized
the inconsistency with their idea of the Argentine nation and the one in control. It was
this moment, when continuing surrendering to a nation that promoted poor livelihoods
and unjust working conditions was no longer acceptable, that they proved their ability to
imagine a new nation for themselves.

Their ability to revolutionize the business model

throughout the country proved their control of the state. Their power over their own
77 Anderson 2006, 5.
78
Anderson 2006, 159.
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businesses, the creation of a national movement of reconstructing the business model, and
the continuation of the movements to allows for their visions to become easier to reach ,
and at least much more publicized. Anderson notes the development of national
understanding; "the 'nation' thus became something capable of being consciously aspired
to ... rather than a slowly sharpening frame ofvision.,,79 The concept of nation is flexible,
constantly changing, and most recently important, participatory, as the people of
Argentina have shown.
XVI. Conclusion
The recovered businesses of Argentina, and most importantly the working class
behind them, have demonstrated their innovative skills, their passion for better lives, and
their zeal for political participation.

By reconstructing their working class national

identities within their work, their role as citizens in the Argentine nation, and redefining
what their ideal nation should provide for them, working class Argentina has
reconfigured their livelihoods. By building supportive communities through social
mobilization, and maintaining these strong bonds in reconstructing the workplace, they
have made possible a new autonomic business structure, and have begun the spread of a
new economic ideal. Their inspiration has turned a corner to be inspiring for other
nations around the globe as well. The worker-run business phenomenon proves the
peoples' ability to transform, expand, and provide for thousands of people that would
have been left in the dust.
The recovered businesses, and most importantly the people behind them, grew out of
decades of political, economic, and social turmoil, responding to the working class need

79Anderson 2006,67.

43
The Recovered Businesses of Argentina
for justice and stability. It is a phenomenon inclusive of such broad concepts that I have
touched on, including national identity, autonomy, citizenship, and imagining nations.
The accounts of these working class people, participants who have strayed from the
traditional business structure to change their nation, are extensive, and their movement
continues to grow. I can only imagine how it could possibly change business processes
on the national scale in Argentina, and potentially affect the globe as a whole. Their
mobilization

is inspirational, their determination to reconstruct businesses as they have

never been in Argentina admirable, and their success and increasing national recognition,
motivating.

I want to emphasize how the entwined processes of economic, political, and

social transformation,

and innovative reflection by the Argentine working class allowed

for new constructs to form and remain open for development. Now it is essential for this
innovative process and reflective nature to remain open to change.
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Appendix

Figure 1. August 3, 2012. I took this picture while biking with Juan around Mendoza.
Towards the beginning of the morning trip around the city, Juan is loosely tying the
cardboard into his buggy. There is not enough cardboard to begin tightly packing it just
yet, but there will be soon. In this picture he had just taken some out of the silver basket
on the pole stand seen in the picture, an individual garbage disposal of a household along
the street.
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